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Poverty Poverty is a persistent issue in Columbia. 

 

As a frame of reference, these are the 
current federal poverty levels by 
household size. 

Size of 
Economic 

Unit 

Federal 
Poverty 
Level 
(FPL) 

50% of 
FPL 

200% of 
FPL 

1 $12,490 $6,245 $24,980 

2 $16,910 $8,455 $33,820 

3 $21,330 $10,665 $42,660 

4 $25,750 $12,875 $51,500 
 

 

 

 

 

Currently, nearly 23% (27,163) of Columbians live below 
the poverty level. 

 Our poverty rate has increased steadily since 1980, 
when only 13% of Columbia residents lived in poverty. 

 

 

 

 

14% of Columbia residents are living in extreme poverty, 
meaning they are living in households with an income 
less than half of the poverty level. 

 35% of Columbia residents are living in low-income 
households. This includes many working people with 
incomes above the poverty level, but who are still 
unable to meet their basic needs, and therefore need to 
utilize social services. 

 

It is critical to note that the large college student population in Columbia does inflate our 

overall poverty rate. While college students may be living in situational poverty, most are not in 
households experiencing generational poverty. 
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In order to mitigate the effect of college students on the poverty rate in Columbia, and because 
they are important stand-alone indicators, we closely monitor the poverty rates for children 
and families. 
 

 

 

 

16% of children in Columbia are living in poverty.  16% of families with children under 18 live in poverty. 
 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǊŀǘŜ ƛǎ ƭƻǿŜr than state and national rates and the rates of many of 
our peer communities. This is a critical measure because, as we outline in this report, it is 
particularly challenging to escape poverty in Columbia. 
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aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜǉǳƛǘȅΦ 
 

 

 

 
 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ Ǌecent citizen survey, 8% of 
respondents reported being unable to meet their basic 
needs. 

 Poverty and a lack of affordable housing result in 
/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ Ŏƻǎǘ ōǳǊŘŜƴΦ 

 

 

  

Using a housing first approach, we 
have implemented a system of 
coordinated entry in order to prioritize 
limited housing resources to persons 
experiencing homelessness who are at 
highest risk of dying on our streets. 
 
Through this coordinated approach, we 
have successfully housed hundreds of 
persons who were chronically 
homeless and stabilized the number of 
people experiencing homelessness in 
our community.   We have a significant number of people experiencing 

homelessness in our community. 
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Income Inequality Growing income inequality has placed more people in or near poverty, and is 
keeping them there. 

 

 

 

 
Despite currently low unemployment rate, there have 
been no gains in hourly earnings over the past decade for 
hourly wage earners. 

 Household income for middle and low income households 
in has been very flat over the last 50 years. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The share of household income has become increasingly 
unequal, with all gains since 1967 going to top 20%. 

 /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ 
than state and national rates. 

 

 

 

1 in 10 Columbia residents 
ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
earn a wage that allows them 
to meet their basic needs. 
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Disparities Social, economic, health, and educational disparities continue to be a significant issue in our 
community. 

 

We see persistent gaps in earnings for women and people with disabilities. 
 

 

 

 

In Columbia, women earn 86 cents on the dollar paid to 
men. 

 Persons in Columbia who identify as having a disability 
earn nearly half that of ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ. 

 

In our community, disability is disproportionately associated with poverty, but 
aging is not. 
 

 

 

 

Our neighbors who identify as having a disability 
experience higher rates of poverty. 

 Persons age 65+ in Columbia experience relatively low 
rates of poverty. 
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Due to systemic racism, African-Americans in Columbia continue to experience 
disproportionately high rates of poverty, unemployment, and morbidity & mortality 
and disproportionately low rates of educational and economic attainment. 
 

 

 

 

30% of black families in Columbia are living in poverty as 
opposed to only 7% of white families. 

 38% of black children in Columbia live in poverty as 
opposed to only 9% of white children. 

 

 

 

 

There is a persistent academic achievement gap between 
white students and black students. 

 Black household income is only 62% of that of white 
households. 

 

 

 

 

The infant mortality rate for black infants is three times 
that of white infants. 

 Life expectancy is significantly lower for black residents 
of Columbia. 
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It is important to understand that the persistent disparity in wealth attainment, deeply rooted in discriminatory lending 
and housing policies and practices, contributes to a disproportionate lack of upward economic mobility for African 
Americans and Americans of Hispanic origin. 
 
 

Economic Mobility  For persons born into poverty, economic mobility is highly limited, 
particularly in our community. 

 

 

In the U.S., most kids from low income households stay poor. This is the "stickiness" we see across the country, in which 
poor kids remain poor and rich kids remain rich throughout their lifetimes. According to the Atlas, children from 
low income households in Boone County were in the 9th percentile of household income among all of their peers. This is 
obviously not great, but it is not exceptional by comparison to other communities. There are several places 
in Missouri where children from low income households faired worse. 
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The household income for children who grew up in the 
Columbia area is in the 58th percentile when compared to 
their peers at a national level. 
(The Opportunity Atlas https://www.opportunityatlas.org/) 

 The household income for children who grew up in low-
income households in our community is in the 39th 
percentile when compared to their peers nationally. 
(The Opportunity Atlas https://www.opportunityatlas.org/) 

 

 

If we zoom in on Columbia, we see 
that low income children from 
certain census tracts fair better than 
their low income peers in other 
tracts. 
 
(The Opportunity Atlas 
https://www.opportunityatlas.org/) 

 

 
 


